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"SOMETHING  WANTS  TO  HAPPEN!" 


I  should  like  to  share  with  you  today  some  blank 
verse  that  I  have  carried  in  my  files  for  many  years 
and  never  used  before.   The  lines  are  entitled,  "The 
Little  Duck."  The  author  remains  unknown,  at  least  to 
me. 

"Now  we  are  going  to  look  at  something 

pretty  special. 
It  is  a  duck,  riding  the  ocean  a  hundred 

feet  beyond  the  surf. 
No,  it  isn't  a  gull. 

A  gull  always  has  a  raucous  touch  about  him. 
This  is  some  sort  of  duck,  and  he  cuddles 

in  the  swells. 
He  isn't  cold;  and  he  is  thinking  things  over. 
There  is  a  big  heaving  in  the  Atlantic. 
And  he  is  part  of  it. 
He  looks  a  bit  like  a  mandarin,  or  my  lord 

buddha  meditating  under  the  Bo  tree. 
But  he  has  hardly  enough  above  the  eyes  to 

be  a  philosopher. 
He  has  poise,  however,  which  is  what 

philosophers  must  have. 
He  can  rest  while  the  Atlantic  heaves , 

because  he  is  in  the  Atlantic. 
Probably  he  doesn't  know  how  large  the 

ocean  is. 
And  neither  do  you. 
But  he  realizes  it. 
And  what  does  he  do,  I  ask  you?  He  sits 

down  in  it . 
He  reposes  in  the  immediate  as  if  it  were 

infinity  -  which  it  is. 
That  is  religion,  and  the  duck  has  it. 
He  has  made  himself  part  of  the  boundless, 

by  easing  himself  into  it  just  where 
it  touches  him. 

The  people  of  the  Middle  Ages  were  more 
like  the  duck  than  we  are. 


They  took  life  as  it  presented  itself  and 

ran  it  up  in  spires  of  Gothic. 
They  crossed  few  oceans,  but  they  floated 

on  the  sea  of  time. 
And  a  cat  is  more  like  this  duck  than  we  are. 
We  can  radio  to  the  moon  and  get  back  a  pip 

for  an  answer , 
But  a  cat  can  make  a  hearthrug  a  haven  in 

the  infinite, 
Or  launch  four  kittens  into  life  in  a 

cracker  box  by  the  furnace, 
Purring  with  pride  because  she  has  tuned  in 

on  cosmic  waves. 
I  like  the  little  duck. 
He  doesn't  know  much, 
But  he  has  religion." 


Not  for  a  minute  would  I  suggest  that  this  view 
of  religion  is  complete  or  all  together  accurate.  From 
a  Christian  standpoint  it  leaves  much  to  be  desired. 
Yet,  I  think  it  is  both  fair  and  timely  to  say  that 
what  separates  the  religious  man  from  the  irreligious 
is  his  belief  that  an  energy  other  than  his  own  is 
operative  in  the  world. 

There  have  been  times  in  the  history  of  the  hu- 
man family  when  men  and  women  were  too  conscious  of 
God's  activity  and  too  indifferent  to  their  own.   In 
our  day,  thanks  to  the  mixed  blessings  of  seculariza- 
tion, we  are  too  conscious  of  our  activity  and  too  in- 
different to  God's. 


Advent  affords  us  a  good  opportunity  to  set  mat- 
ters right.   The  church  year  begins  with  Advent.   For 
had  Jesus  as  the  Christ  not  come,  there  would  be  no 
church  as  we  know  it.   Advent  is  essentially  God's 
activity.   Human  instrumentalities  aplenty  were  in- 
volved, to  be  sure,  but  the  flow  of  Advent  was  God-to- 
man and  not  man- to- God.   Man  could  yearn  and  watch  and 
pray  and  hope  and  work,  but  in  so  doing  he  was  only 
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shaping  his  life  around  a  prior  initiative  that  had 
its  source  in  God. 

Something  wants  to  happen!  —  this  is  the  Advent 
frame  of  mind.   And  the  man  of  faith  always  knows  that 
his  is  not  to  make  it  happen  but  to  let  it  happen. 

Look  more  closely  at  that  last  distinction  between 
making  it  happen  and  letting  it  happen.   Preaching  is 
always  a  heavy  responsibility  and  I  know  few  men  who 
approach  their  pulpits  with  a  carefree  heart.   Preach- 
ing in  this  church  is  not  an  activity  that  one  performs 
casually.   One  Sunday  a  few  years  ago  I  was  nervously 
pacing  the  Narthex  prior  to  a  service.   Dr.  Lyons  must 
have  noticed  that  I  was  even  more  apprehensive  than 
usual.   He  slipped  over  to  my  side,  put  a  hand  on  my 
shoulder,  and  said,  "Ernie,  let  it  happen." 

The  processional  hymn  that  morning  was  lost  on  me 
because  those  words  stuck.   I  understood  them  to  mean 
that  something  was  already  there  that  wanted  to  be  re- 
leased.  Let  it  be  released!   There  was  already  a  pow- 
er on  the  scene.   Let  it  become  active  through  you! 
It  is  not  your  responsibility  to  create  the  substance, 
develop  the  inspiration  and  perform  the  action.   Your 
job  is  to  be  sufficiently  open  to  allow  God  to  work 
through  you. 

This  is  what  the  fathers  of  the  church  had  in  mind 
when  they  spoke  of  "prevenient  grace."  The  grace  that 
is  already  there  "on  location"  where  you  immodestly 
think  you  are  making  the  first  start.   When  preachers 
are  on  good  terms  with  their  sources  they  know  that 
the  power  is  not  of  them  but  through  them,  just  as  all 
good  doctors  know  that  they  only  dress  the  wound,  it 
is  God  who  heals. 


Something  wants  to  happen.   Something  wants  to 
happen  in  the  world .   The  paradigm  of  Advent  is  the 
way  it  always  is  between  God  and  man,  between  the  Cre- 
ator and  His  creation.  God  has  a  purpose  for  the  world. 
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Harry  L.  Shapiro  in  his  book,  Man,  Culture  and 
Society^  talks  about  the  different  views  of  God  that 
anthropologists  run  into  in  their  studies.  He  speaks 
about  a  God  once  worshipped  by  the  Bayoro  of  Uganda, 
a  god  called  Ruhunga.  It  is  said  of  him  that  people 
did  not  call  upon  him  for  assistance  because  he  had 
done  his  work  and  there  was  no  need  to  ask  further 
favors  of  him. 

In  another  instance  we  are  told  that  the  Anuak 
peoples  of  Sudan  believe  that  after  man  was  created, 
the  creator  gave  instructions  that  he  should  at  once 
be  thrown  away. 

These  are  not  Christian  understandings  of  God. 
God  is  not  in  opposition  to  His  creation.   He  is  not 
passive  before  His  creation.   He  is  not  neutrally  pre- 
sent in  His  creation  —  He  has  a  purpose  for  us  and  for 
the  world.   God  did  not  say  of  earth,  "It's  a  nice 
place  to  visit  but  I  wouldn't  want  to  live  there."  He 
has  chosen  to  tabernacle  among  us. 

There  is  a  striking  verse  in  the  book  of  Acts 
that  caught  my  eye  a  while  ago.   It's  the  10th  verse 
of  the  13th  chapter.   On  the  island  of  Cyprus  at  a 
place  called  Paphos  Paul  encounters  a  false  prophet 
by  the  name  of  Bar- Jesus.   This  man  is  all  mixed  up 
in  sorcery  and  magic.   Instead  of  trying  to  negotiate 
with  this  maverick,  Paul  meets  him  head-on  and  says, 
"You  are  a  son  of  the  devil,  you  are  an  enemy  of  all 
righteousness,  you  are  full  of  all  deceit  and  villainy." 
He  then  continues,  "will  you  not  stop  making  crooked 
the  straight  paths  of  the  Lord?   Paul  believed  that 
a_  way  was  already  there  and  that  it  was  our  responsi- 
bility to  keep  that  way  open  and  guard  it  against 
perversion.   It  is  not  our  task  to  make  it  be.   It  is 
our  task  to  let  it  be. 

The  forces  of  God  in  this  world  are  exceedingly 
weary  right  now  —  and  not  without  reason.   We  have  in 
our  minds  and  hearts  images  of  cities  in  decay,  images 
of  hyped-up  war  activity,  images  of  recent  elections 
in  which  it  would  appear  that  the  country  is  regres- 
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sing.   May  I  suggest  that  part  of  our  trouble,  if  we 
are  prone  to  weariness,  is  that  we  have  forgotten  that 
God  is  at  work  in  the  world.   We  are  obsessed  with  the 
notion  that  we  must  make  it  happen.   We  need  a  re- 
birth of  faith  in  the  God  who  makes  it  happen,  and  an 
awareness  that  our  role  is  to  let  it  happen,  if  it 
will,  through  us. 

I  think  of  the  youngsters  who  gave  an  entire  sum- 
mer to  Eugene  McCarthy  a  few  years  ago  and  then  checked 
out  of  politics  and  life  in  these  United  States  because 
nothing  came  loose.   What  is  one  whole  summer  over  thou- 
sands of  years  of  history? 

Elijah  was  a  man  who  thought  it  was  his  responsi- 
bility to  make  it  happen,  and  up  there  on  Mt .  Carmel 
he  really  did.   He  had  a  showdown  with  the  priests  of 
Baal.   He  taunted  their  gods.   Once  and  for  all  he  felt 
that  he  had  vindicated  Jehovah's  cause  in  the  earth. 
Alas,  no  sooner  was  his  triumph  on  Mt.  Carmel  recorded 
than  Ahab  and  Jezebel  came  after  him  again.   He  real- 
ized that  nothing  ultimate  or  lasting  had  been  a- 
chieved.   God  had  to  give  Elijah  a  crash  course  on 
trust,  forty  days  and  forty  nights  in  the  wilderness 
of  Horeb,  so  that  Elijah  could  learn  what  it  means  to 
"rest  in  the  Lord." 

Let's  be  clear  about  our  role  and  see  ourselves 
as  we  ought  in  the  light  of  faith.   Our  fathers  as- 
sumed too  little  responsibility  for  life  around  them. 
My  judgment  is  that  we  tend  to  assume  too  much  respon- 
sibility.  Something  wants  to  happen.   It  is  not  ours 
to  make  it  happen  but  to  let  it  happen. 

We  do  not  have  to  make  the  sun, 

we  have  only  to  raise  the  shade. 
We  do  not  have  to  build  the  dam  and 
gather  the  water,  we  have  only 
to  open  the  sluice  gates  and 
let  it  surge. 
We  do  not  have  to  create  the  judging, 
saving  word ,  we  have  only  to  receive 
it  and  pass  it  on. 
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We  do  not  have  to  come  up  with  a  purpose 
worthy  of  our  striving,  we  have  only 
to  allow  God's  forward -moving  Spirit 
to  direct  our  stops  and  starts. 


Something  wants  to  happen.   Something  wants  to 
happen  in  you.   You  may  have  given  up  on  yourself,  but 
God  hasnM:"   This  also  is  part  of  the  Advent  message. 
Some  of  us  have  been  at  this  Christianity  for  a  long 
time  and  we  are  discovering  that,  as  in  football,  the 
early  yardage  is  easy,  but  inside  the  final  20  yardage 
is  tough  to  come  by.   We  feel  strapped  with  the  same 
old  prejudices,  the  same  tired  grooves  of  thought,  the 
same  nettling  weakness  of  character,  the  same  predict- 
able faults  and  limitations. 

You  can' t  make  yourself  a  Christian,  but  God  can. 
Our  responsibility  is  to  let  God's  spirit  operate  with- 
in us.   The  gospel  is  not  another  exhortation  to  try 
harder.   In  a  sense,  one  can  be  a  Christian  without 
really  trying.   There  is  an  energy  that  wishes  to  take 
over  our  life.   This  is  what  Paul  had  reference  to  when 
he  wrote  to  the  Ephesians  and  spoke  of  God,  "who  by  the 
power  at  work  within  us  is  able  to  do  far  more  abundant- 
ly than  all  that  we  might  ask  or  think."  (Eph.  3:20) 
Artists  and  philosophers  are  often  aware  of  being  en- 
croached upon  from  without.   How  often  does  the  artist 
say,  "It  came  to  me."   What  came?  This  something  that 
wanted  to  happen.   How  often  does  a  student  look  up 
and  say,  "It  hit  me,"  as  though  from  without  an  energy 
had  captured  his  mind  and  put  thoughts  into  his  pen. 

The  Christian  gospel  is  grossly  misunderstood  if 
we  see  it  merely  as  a  statement  of  religious  ideals 
and  purposes.   It  is  basically  redemptive  and  only  in- 
cidently  instructive.   It  tells  of  a  God  who  can  make 
us  what  He  wants  us  to  be. 

Here  again  our  responsibility  is  not  to  make  it 
happen  —  that  smacks  of  Pharisaical  effort  —  but  to 
let  it  happen.   "The  wind  blows  where  it  wills  and  you 
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hear  the  sound  thereof  but  you  don't  know  where  it 
comes  from  or  where  it's  going."  (John  3:8)   So  spoke 
Jesus  of  everyone  who  is  born  of  the  Spirit. 

About  all  that  we  can  do  is  to  remove  the  hin- 
drances and  clear  the  encumbrances  so  that  that  which 
wants  to  happen  can  happen.   A  while  ago  I  came  upon 
an  impressive  statement  of  personal  testimony  given  by 
Sister  Damien  Flood,  Associate  Professor  of  Theology 
at  Springfield  College  in  Illinois.   In  a  reminiscing 
mood  she  said,  "If  I  had  my  life  to  live  over  I'd  try 
to  make  more  mistakes.   I  would  relax.   I  would  limber 
up.   I  would  be  sillier  than  I  have  been  this  trip.   I 
know  of  very  few  things  I  would  take  seriously.   I 
would  be  crazier.   I  would  be  less  hygienic.   I  would 
take  more  chances.   I  would  take  more  trips.   I  would 
climb  more  mountains,  swim  more  rivers,  watch  more  sun- 
sets.  I  would  burn  more  gasoline,  eat  more  ice  cream. 
I'd  have  more  actual  problems  and  fewer  imaginary  ones. 

"You  see  I'm  one  of  those  persons  who  live  pro- 
phylactically ,  sensibly,  sanely  day  after  day.   Oh,  I 
have  had  my  moments  and  if  I  had  it  to  do  over  again 
I'd  have  more  of  them.   In  fact  I'd  have  nothing  else, 
just  moments,  one  after  another  instead  of  living  so 
many  years  ahead  of  each  day .   I  have  been  one  of  those 
people  who  doesn't  go  anywhere  without  a  thermometer, 
a  hot  water  bottle,  a  raincoat  and  a  parachute.   If  I 
had  it  to  do  over  again,  I  would  go  places  and  do  things 
and  travel  lighter.   I'd  ride  more  merry-go-rounds  and 
pick  more  daisies."  2 


Something  wants  to  happen  in  the  world.   Something 
wants  to  happen  in  you.   Our  task  is  not  to  make  it 
happen  but  to  let  it  happen.   Remember  the  little  duck 

"He  reposes  in  the  immediate  as  if  it  were 
infinity  which  it  is  -  that  is  religion. 
And  the  duck  has  it. 

He  has  made  himself  part  of  the  boundless 
by  easing  himself  into  it  --  just  where 
it  touches  him."  Amen. 
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